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1. Background and Aim of the Research
Within multinational companies in Japan, frictions often arise in 
intercultural communication among Japanese and Westerners. Clarifying 
how they communicate in order to establish favorable relations while 
avoiding friction and how communication gaps arise between them is the 
key to solving these issues. The aim of my research is comparison and 
analysis of the speech acts that occur between Japanese business people 
(Japanese speakers; JS) and their Western counterparts (English speakers; 
ES). Refusal is one of the most delicate speech acts, which can cause 
misunderstanding and friction in general. In business circumstances with 
complicated human relations, people need even more consideration in 
refusal speech act. I therefore think that analysis of speech acts concerning 
refusal is an appropriate way to make comparison and contrast between JS 
and ES. This study seeks to clarify the differences in business 
communication between these two groups in terms of the strategies set out 
in the Politeness Theory of Brown and Levinson (1987). The differences 
observed in this paper can provide us with hints for reducing problems and 
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building up smooth intercultural human relations.
2. Research Questions
Distance (D), Power (P) and Ranking of Imposition (R) in a particular 
culture are all involved in intercultural communication. The purpose of 
this paper is to study what strategies JS/ES use and how they apply these 
strategies to make a refusal while working within an ofﬁce. The research 
questions in this paper are as follows:
(1) Are there any rules in refusal speech acts?  
(2) What are the elements of refusal speech acts?
(3) How do human relations in the ofﬁce affect their refusal speech acts?
3. Research Method and Data
I present a new set of Semantic Formulas (SF) based on the one 
created by Beebe et al. (1990) and Meng (2008; 2010) to answer these 
research questions. Since the Discourse Completion Test (DCT) is often 
used to analyze discourse for linguistic research and has proved to be 
effective, I adopted the DCT for my research and distributed the test to 
over 50 examinees belonging to each group. The situation given in the 
DCT is as follows:
Situation of Discourse Completion Test:
a. You have an appointment with old friends from university tonight.
b.  When you are tidying up your desk to leave, Mr./Mrs. X comes up to 
you and says,
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c.  “There is an urgent matter concerning the present project. Can we talk 
about it over drinks tonight?” 
d. Do you refuse this request or not?
e. If you refuse, how do you refuse?
The examinees are then required to complete the scenario. Analysis of 
the resulting discourse has been made through a new set of SF. 
Number of examinees in each group:
 JS (Japanese business people in multinational companies in Japan): 55 people
ES (Western business people in multinational companies in Japan): 55 people
3.1 Development of new Semantic Formulas
I have revised the SF of Beebe et al. (1990) and Meng (2010), in order 
to undertake specific analysis of the data I collected (see Appendix). I 
classify SF into Positive Politeness Strategies (PPS) and Negative 
Politeness Strategies (NPS) in terms of Politeness Theory as follows:
Table 1. Classiﬁcation of Semantic Formulas 
(Positive Politeness Strategy/Negative Politeness Strategy)
PPS
Reason11 (A: ambiguous・B: detailed) , Alternative Proposal2 
(A: ambiguous・B: detailed), Statement of Empathy, 
Gratitude, Negotiation3, Acceptance, Designation, Ambiguous 
Proposal
NPS Unfinished Statement, Apology, Maintaining Human Relations, Filler, Hesitation, Attempt to Dissuade Interlocutor
No 
Consideration Conclusion, Insult, Assertion 




2.  A: ambiguous; B: detailed; subclasses are newly set up for this research under the SF 
of “Alternative Proposal”.
3.  I created a new category called ‘Negotiation,’ because in my data there are a lot of 
terms and expressions that do not fit the existing SF. ‘Negotiation’ is defined as an 
approach to solving issues following an ‘Alternative Proposal’.
3.2 Data Aggregation for Analysis 
In my data, the same SF is often used in one utterance. Here, I 






I’ll gladly take care of it first thing tomorrow morning though.
I have an appointment with my old friends from university today.
kon’ya wa chotto yōji ga arimashite, ashita ikō nara ii no desu ga
≪Apology≫
≪Maintaining Human Relations*≫
2 Maintaining Human Relations*
≪Statement of Empathy≫ ≪Alternative Proposal≫ ≪Maintaining Human Relations*≫
≪Reason (B)≫
≪Reason (A)≫ ≪Alternative Proposal (A)≫
I’m sorry
1 Apology
1 Reason (A) 
1 Alternative Proposal (A) 
I have an appointment tonight. I will be available tomorrow or later.
1 Reason (B)
1 Statement of Empathy
1 Alternative Proposal (B)
In Example 2, there are two SF of Maintaining Human Relations* in 
one utterance. In this case, the number of SF is aggregated as ‘two’.
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4. Survey Result and Analysis
4.1 Semantic Formula Frequency in Positive Politeness Strategy 
and Negative Politeness Strategy
Table 2 indicates percentage of SF in PPS and NPS.
Table 2. Semantic Formula Frequency
in Positive Politeness Strategy and Negative Politeness Strategy
JS ES
Total No. of SFs 455 495
With Strategy 432 95% 478 97%
Without Strategy 23 5% 17 3%
No. of PPS used 313 72% 335 70%
No. of NPS used 119 28% 143 30%
In Table 2, we see a similar distribution pattern in JS and ES, i.e. the 
number of PPS is about 2.5 times that of NPS. This result differs from Yim 
(2004), which concluded that SF “Apology” was the most typical NPS the 
Japanese adopted for refusals.
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4.2 Frequency by Semantic Formula
Graph 1 shows Frequency by each Semantic Formula.
































The four top-ranked SF are ‘Alternative Proposal’, ‘Reason’, ‘Apology’ 
and ‘Negotiation’ with both JS and ES. These are Hi-frequency SFs. So as 
to measure the differences between JS and ES, a chi-square test was 
carried out. As a result, there is no signiﬁcant difference between them (see 
Table 3).






Alternative Proposal 108 103 χ2 (11*) = 7.56, p > 0.05
Reason 98 115 χ2 (11) = 6.01, p > 0.05
Negotiation 85 77 χ2 (11) = 8.79, p > 0.05
NPS Apology 83 66 χ2 (11) = 13.36, p > 0.05
*Since a chi-square test was conducted for all 12 SF, the degree of freedom is 11.
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SF in Table 4 below are all in the Low-Frequency Group. The result of 
the chi-square test indicates signiﬁcant differences between JS and ES in 
each SF.





PPS Empathy & Acceptance 12 34 χ2 (11*) = 22.67, p < 0.01
NPS Maintaining Human Relations 10 36 χ
2 (11) = 26.93, p < 0.01
NPS Attempt to Dissuade Interlocutor 6 32 χ
2 (11) = 30.84, p <0.01
NPS Unﬁnished Statement 13 0 χ2 (11) ≒ 0, p < 0.01
* Since a chi-square test was conducted for all the12 SF, the degree of freedom becomes 11.
The result of the chi-square test in Table 4 shows that there is a 
statistical difference in each SF at the level of 1%. For three of them ―
‘Empathy & Acceptance’, ‘Maintaining Human Relations’ and ‘Attempt to 
Dissuade Interlocutor’―the raw numbers of ES’s SF are larger than those 
of JS. These three can be interpreted as strategies by which ES deal with 
‘refusal’ toward hearers. The emotional background of ‘Maintaining Human 
Relations,’ however, is quite similar to ‘Apology’. I, therefore, put 
‘Maintaining Human Relations’ and ‘Apology’ together into a new SF 
‘Hedge’. Table 5 below shows the frequency of each SF (see Graph 1). A 
result of the chi-square test between them (χ2 (11) = 14.87, p > 0.05) 
indicates that there is no significant difference. Concerning ‘Unfinished 
Statement’, this strategy is not usually used by ES due to typical English 
sentence structure; S+V+O, which describe ES’s intention ﬁrst. ‘Unﬁnished 
Statement’ is called ‘Ii-sashi’ in Japanese; it is one of the typical Japanese 
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ways of expression, in which JS want hearers to understand what they are 
trying to say halfway through their speech acts. 
Table 5.  A New Semantic Formula ‘Hedge’ (Apology + Maintaining 
Human Relations)
Apology Maintaining Human Relations Total
JS 83 10 93
ES 36 66 102
4.3 Study of Quantitative Research by SF
Firstly, ‘Empathy & Acceptance’1 is examined. These two SF appear at 
the beginning of ES speech acts. That is to say, ES start their speech acts 
with these PPS and proceed to the purpose of ‘refusal.’ On the other hand, 
JS hardly use ‘Empathy & Acceptance.’ From Table 4 and 5 above, we can 
say that ES’s beginning pattern of utterance differs from that of JS. JS’s 
approach is thought to be “Direct” and ES’s is “Indirect.” In this research, 
these ways of approaching refusal are labeled as follows.
≪JS Approach: One Direction to Refusal≫
すみません、 今日は先約があるので、 明日ではどうでしょうかex:
Sumimasen, Kyō wa sen’yaku ga aru node, Ashita dewa dō deshō ka.
I’m sorry I have another appointment. How about tomorrow?
<1. Hedge> → → →<2. Reason> <3. Alternative Proposal> Refusal
≪ES Approach: Transient Reverse Direction to Refusal≫  
ex: I’d love to.*  But sorry, I have an appointment tonight.  Can we talk about it tomorrow?
*This appears to be irrational but is in fact significant in ‘Face work.’
<1. Empathy> → → →→<2. Hedge> <3. Reason> <4. Negotiation> Refusal
1  ‘Empathy’ and ‘Acceptance’ were originally separate SF. I think, however, there are 
emotions common to the both SF. That is why I put them together.
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Secondly, “Attempt to Dissuade Interlocutor” is examined. This SF is 
often used by ES (Table 4). Since this is a strategy in which speakers 
present rational reasons and pose questions to the interlocutor, hearers’ 
“Face2” might be threatened by it. As being rational is thought to be typical 
behavior of ES, it is commonly thought that they try to avoid irrational 
tasks. ES, therefore, attempt to dissuade interlocutors of requests that are 
considered to be useless. On the other hand, JS tend to consider that not 
offending interlocutors should be the first priority in business 
communication. Thus, JS basically avoid adopting this SF. Summarizing 
the above discussion, the following expressions of each group can be 
named:
JS: Strategy of Emotional Consideration
ES: Strategy of Logical and Rational Persuasion
Thirdly, the background of ‘Reason D: detailed ’ is examined. 
Signiﬁcant difference is seen (Table 5) at the level of 1% (χ2 (13) = 29.06, 
p < 0.01). JS are apt to avoid giving detailed reasons for refusals and ES 
conversely use the strategy of ‘detailed reasons.’ In other words, ES feel 
less reluctant to give ‘detailed reasons’ than JS. Edward Hall (1976), an 
American anthropologist and cross-cultural researcher, has pointed out 
Westerners’ preference for self-disclosure and explication. We can see the 
characteristics, which explained by Hall, turn up in the ES speech acts.
2  Face is the public self-image that every person tries to protect. Positive face: The 
want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others. Negative 
face: The want of every 'competent adult member' that his actions be unimpeded 
by others (p. 62).  (Brown, P & S. C. Levinson. 1987. Politeness; Some Universals in 
Language Usage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.)
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Finally, “Alternative Proposal” is focused on. Most of the ES and JS 
adopt ‘Detailed Alternative Proposal,’ which is a strategy common to both 
groups. As seen in Table 6, however, a statistical significance can be 
observed in the case of ‘Ambiguous Alternative Proposal’ (χ2 (13) = 
50.55, p < 0.05). This is because ‘Detailed Proposal’ is thought to be a 
dangerous SF because there may be a risk of the JS invading the hearer’s 
territory. 
Table 6. Chi-Square Test in Subclasses; ‘Reason’ and ‘Alternative Proposal’
SF χ2 Test
Reason A* χ2 (13*) = 0.06, p > 0.61
Reason D* χ2 (13) = 29.06, p < 0.01
Alternative Proposal A* χ2 (13) = 50.55, p < 0.05
Alternative Proposal B* χ2 (13) =18.14, p > 0.20
A: Ambiguous   B: Detailed    Statistical Difference
Analyzing the data presented thus far, three SF with statistical 
difference ‘Empathy and Acceptance ’, and ‘Attempt to Dissuade 
Interlocutor’ are all classified in the Low Frequency Group (Table 4). 
Concerning the subclasses SFs, ‘Reason D’ and ‘Alternative Proposal A,’ 
statistical signiﬁcance is also seen (Table 5). That is to say, in these four 
SFs, there may be causes and reasons for the communication gap between 
these two groups.
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5. Sequence of “Refusal Speech Act”
In this section, 1. Element of refusal speech acts, 2. Sequence of SF, 
and 3. inﬂuence from human relations on speech acts, are examined.
5.1  Japanese Speakers: Semantic Formula Flow Chart and Inﬂuence 
from Human Relations
Fig.1 below explains SF ﬂow in JS speech act.
Fig. 1　JS: SF Flow Chart of Refusal
*Detailed Alternative Proposal
1. Hedge
(Apology + Maintaining HR)












“Hedge” is a vital SF as a starter of refusal discourse. It is frequently 
used toward bosses. The following phase is the ‘reason’ in the flow. JS 
seldom use speciﬁc reasons regardless of their relationship with the hearer. 
This is because speciﬁc reasons might be misunderstood as ‘too explicit 
for an excuse’ especially in business communication. The next SF is 
‘Detailed Alternative Proposal,’ followed by ‘Negotiation’. Neither of them 
is used frequently toward their bosses. This indicates that staff and/or 
subordinates prefer their bosses to determine matters at work. 
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5.2  English Speakers: Semantic Formula Flow Chart and Influence 
from Human Relations
Fig. 2 stated below describes SF ﬂow in ES speech act
Fig. 2　ES: SF Flow Chart of Refusal
*Detailed Alternative Proposal
1. Hedge 
(Apology + Maintaining HR)







by any human 
relations
Not influenced 
by any human 
relations
Re-examining Table 5, it is clear that ‘Hedge’ is a vital SF for ES as 
well as JS. The ES’s refusal speech act moves on to SF ‘Reason’ next. ES 
make reasons specific because of their preference for explicitness, as 
veriﬁed by E. Hall (1976). It can be said that self-disclosure reﬂects their 
faithfulness and honesty. The following SF, ‘Alternative Proposal,’ is also 
quite specific compared to JS’s. The final phase of ‘Negotiation’ is 
processed with ‘Detailed Proposals’, so as to solve the issues in a prompt 
manner. In the ﬂow chart, Fig. 2 implies ES’s speed in solving problems at 
work. 
5.3 Comparison between JS and ES in the Flow Charts
Comparing Figs. 1 and 2, we find differences in the nature of the 
‘Reason’ given at the second phase. The ‘Detailed Alternative Reason’ used 
by ES may be misunderstood as ‘too much of an explanation and/or an 
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excuse’ by JS. The ‘Ambiguous reason’ used by JS may be misunderstood 
as an ‘incomprehensible explanation’ by ES. In addition, there still exists a 
risk of communication gap in the ‘Detailed Alternative Proposal’, which 
both groups adopt as a strategy, since JS are not apt to pose specific 
alternative proposals to their bosses. All of these may be risks for 
miscommunication between them.
Table 7.  Frequency of PPS and NPS according to each Human Relation
JS ES
Human Relations Sub*1 Colleague Boss Sub* Colleague Boss
PPS 103 112 93 99 101 102
NPS 33 43 43 36 43 44
Total 136 152*2 136 135 144 146
*1 ‘Sub’ refers to ‘Subordinate’
*2  Although statistical difference is not recognized, I received many comments from JS to the 
effect that they normally consider colleagues more than others. 
As seen in the Table 7, the Frequency of PPS/NPS, JS are more 
considerate towards their colleagues than their subordinates or bosses. 
This is because an attainment of teamwork is highly evaluated. Therefore, 
cooperativeness and/or collectiveness are essential elements for JS to get 
on with co-workers (Ishii, Kubo 2001). JS require and appreciate the 
recognition and approval of their co-workers. Thus, it can be said that JS 
tend to show more consideration toward colleagues.
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6. Structure of “Refusal Speech Act”
The ﬂow charts shown in 5.1 and 5.2 above identify a certain sequence 
in the speech acts of JS/ES. In terms of SF sequence, they share a certain 
continuity and consistency, although their contents are influenced by 
human relations in each SF. Fig.3 gives the SF sequence common to 
refusal speech acts of JS/ES.
Fig.3　SF Sequence in Refusal Speech Act
1. Hedge
(Apology + Maintaining HR)
3. Proposal 4. Negotiation*2. Reason
A comprehensive view of the speech sequence reveals that JS and ES 
follow the same SF flow from 1. ‘Hedge’ to 4. ‘Negotiation’. The first 
function of this sequence is to reduce the risk of threatening the hearers’ 
face by utilizing ‘Hedge. ’ The ‘Reason ’ SF is essential to having 
interlocutors understand the situation. The function of ‘Negotiation’ in Fig. 
3 requires being studied in detail. ‘Negotiation’ is not completed without 
alternative proposals. The functions and meanings of ‘Proposal’ and 
‘Negotiation’ are, as a matter of course, different. The ‘Proposal’ SF, 
however, is a means to navigate an appropriate ‘Negotiation.’ It can be 
thought, therefore, that these two SF can be combined into one. The ﬂow 
of refusal discourse, therefore, ends at the ‘Negotiation ’ SF. This 
‘Negotiation’ consists of two phases. The following Fig. 4 illustrates the 
structure of refusal discourse.
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Fig. 4　Structure of ‘Refusal’ in Business Communication
Suggesting alternative proposals 




Having interlocutors accept the 
suggested proposal
Phase 2. : 
2. Reason
From the examination so far, it is clarified that a refusal speech act 
consists of three SFs i.e. ‘Hedge’, ‘Reason’, and ‘Negotiation.’ ‘Refusal’ is 
generally a psychological burden on the speaker to some degree or other. I 
think that these three SFs against ‘refusal’ (Fig. 5) imply compensation for 
the burden and consideration for interlocutors. However, neither JS nor ES 
show their intention in an explicit manner even in the last stage. Both 
groups seek a point at which they can compromise by suggesting proposals 
i.e. ‘Negotiation.’ That is to say, the speaker’s request is still continuing to 
the last minute, which means refusal is usually suspended in business 
communication. It can be said that it is not a real refusal.
7. Comprehensive Examination
Looking at the frequency of SF, some specific features are found 
(Section 3). The number of PPSs used by JS is 2.5 times that of NPSs, 
which indicates JS use the same degree of PPS as ES. This conﬂicts with 
the previous research by Yim (2004). SFs with statistical differences are 
all in the Low Frequency Group (Table 4), which means details of SF 
differ. Differences are especially prominent in ‘Attempt to Dissuade 
Interlocutor’ and ‘Empathy and Acceptance.’ ‘Attempt to Dissuade 
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Interlocutor’ is a SF that implies ES features: giving rational reasons and 
posing questions to the hearer’s requests. This ES’s attitude in refusal, i.e. 
strategies taken, can be called ‘Logical and Rational Persuasion.’ On the 
other hand, JS try to avoid presenting rational reasons that might threaten 
the hearers’ Face. This is a strategy that considers interlocutors’ emotion. 
These strategies adopted by JS and ES are respectively called as follows:
JS: Strategy of Emotional Consideration
ES: Strategy of Logical and Rational Persuasion
Although the rate of occurrence is low, these differences can be causes 
and reasons for friction and may bring discomfort in business 
communication. 
  In regard to how JS and ES begin their speech acts in pursuit of their 
goals, signiﬁcant differences are found at the beginning of the utterance. 
ES start the refusal with ‘Empathy and Acceptance,’ which seems irrational 
and indirect to the purpose. This phenomenon is seldom seen in JS speech 
acts. Hence, in this paper, I named these ways of approach: 
JS’s approach: ‘One Direction to Refusal’  
ES’s approach: ‘Transient Reverse Direction to Refusal.’
In regard to how human relations affect JS/ES speech acts JS adopt 
ambiguous SFs in both ‘Reason’ and ‘Alternative Proposal,’ which are 
strategies that avoid invading hearers’ territory. Contrary to JS, ES make 
‘Reason’ and ‘Alternative Proposal’ detailed. This is because ES seek 
speedy solutions by using providing details. ‘Detailed Reason’ is regarded 
as ‘too explicit an excuse’ by JS. JS also adopt ambiguous proposals, since 
they leave the hearer with a wide range of choice. In addition, it is a JS 
characteristic that they give consideration to their colleagues more than to 
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others, bosses and/or subordinates.
Finally, I have found a common sequence in refusal speech acts of JS 
and ES. The sequence of ‘Hedge’ →‘Reason’ →‘Negotiation’ is conﬁrmed. 
‘Negotiation’ consists of two phases. In the first phase, alternative 
proposals that speakers can accept are presented. In the second phase, 
speakers endeavor to have interlocutors accept the suggested proposal. In 
the stage of ‘Negotiation,’ business people, both speakers and hearers, seek 
a point at which they can compromise. That is to say, the request still 
exists within the utterance of the business communication. 
I  have so far analyzed and contrasted the speech act data 
quantitatively. In order to undertake the research comprehensively, 
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Appendix.   Revised Semantic Formula based on Beebe et al. (1990) and 
Meng (2008/2010)  New SF
PS Semantic Formula Function of Meaning Example (Japanese) Example (English)
1. Conclusion Expression to refuse 
hearers’ request directly
できません、無理です No. 
I can’t；I won’t；I refuse.
NPS 2.  Stop telling refusal 
in halfway
Speakers do not ﬁnish 










A Statement the situation 




I have an important 
appointment tonight.
I’m booked up tonight.
B Statement of situation and 





I am meeting with old friends 
from university at 7:00 pm.
Today is my son’s birthday.








A Statement of practical 






We can talk about it ﬁrst thing 
tomorrow.
Let’s discuss it anytime 
tomorrow.
B Statement of practical and 






Is it possible that we can talk 
about it some other day?
NPS 6. Maintain 
Human Relations
Indirect expression and/or 







I really don’t know how
PPS 7. Empathy/Wish Expression of positive 






I’m happy to do, but/I’d love to
I realize you are in difﬁcult 
situation.





Thank you very much, but
I really appreciate it, but 




PPS 10. Negotiation After presenting condition 
or proposal, statement of 





Can we discuss it brieﬂy here 
or talk about it as ﬁrst thing 
tomorrow morning?
We could speak on the phone 
after that if you would like.
Can you send me an e-mail 
tonight?





OK, I’ll do it, but
That’s OK.
NPS 12.  Interjection 
Emotional 
expression
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PPS 14. Address Address hearer’s name 
and so on
課長、Aさん、Bちゃん Mr.～,　Mrs.～　
15. Insult/Attack Statement of complaints/
discontent
だからなに？ So what?
NPS 16.  Attempt Dissuade 
Interlocutors
Expression to dissuade 
hearer with






Working hours are over today.
You should have told me 
earlier.
17.  Statement of 
speaker’s justice
Statement to claiming 
justice for refusal 
この件は、チーム全員で話
し合うべきだと思うよ。
I don’t think we could even do 
much about it with just the two 
of us.
PPS 18.  Ambiguous 
Proposal
Ambiguous expression of 
proposal
また今度にしよう Next time.
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Abstract
Frictions and communication gaps often arise in intercultural 
communication within multinational work places. The key to avoiding 
these problems lies in clarifying how people at these workplaces 
communicate to establish favorable relations while avoiding friction, and 
how communication gaps arise between them. The aim of this research is 
to compare and analyze the speech acts of Japanese speakers (JS) and 
English speakers (ES) that occur at multinational companies in Japan. 
Refusal is one of the most delicate speech acts, which can cause 
misunderstanding and friction. Thus, analysis of speech acts concerning 
refusal is an appropriate way to make comparison and contrast. This study 
seeks to identify differences in business communication between these two 
groups in terms of the strategies set out in the Politeness Theory of Brown 
and Levinson (1987) and Semantic Formula (SF) advocated by Beebe et 
al. (1990). In this paper, the research is carried out quantitatively based on 
frequency of a new set of SF, which I specially developed for business 
communication. As the result of this study, the elements and structure of 
refusal speech acts, the sequence of SF and the differences in each SF 
inﬂuenced by human relations are clariﬁed.
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ン（Brown & Levinson）のポライトネス理論（1989）とBeebe et al. (1990) 
の意味公式（Semantic Formula）を基に量的分析を行っている。JS・ES両
者による言語行動の共通点と相違点を探ることが、これらの問題を解決す
る鍵となるのではないかと考えたためである。これらの分析結果から、ビ
ジネスにおける「断り」談話の要素と構造、シークエンス、そして人間関係
がそれぞれの意味公式に与える影響などを明らかにしている。
